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Tonawanda, from the Indian Ton- 
ne-wan-ta meaning “‘swift creek,” was set- 
tled by a few hardy pioneers who devel- 
oped farm land from the wilderness into 
the largest suburb on the Niagara Frontier. 

The first traveler to set foot there 
will never be known. Indian arrow- 
heads have been found, and the land was 
largely virgin forest, so the area certainly 
was used for hunting, but the poorly 
drained land which sloped north and east 
was swampy and marshy, making the area 
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unattractive to either Indian or explorer. 
The first French explorers in the Niagara 
region sailed past or tramped over what is 
now Tonawanda very likely ona well-worn 
Indian trail which followed the high 
ground ina north-south direction and later 
became Delaware Road. LaSalle, the 
explorer, and Joncaire, a French trader 
who built the posts at Niagara, Lewiston, 
and Buffalo, most likely passed through 
the area. 

The recorded history of the area 
began in 1802 when New York State drew 
up the borders of Genesee County to 
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include most of Western New York. With 
the growth of population, Genesee County 
was divided several times, and the present 
Town of Tonawanda became part of 
Niagara County in 1808 and of Erie 
County in 1821. Tonawanda was consid- 
ered part of the Town of Buffalo until its 
incorporation in 1836. The township was 
further divided into Grand Island in 1852 
and the City of Tonawanda in 1895. Maps 
from the last century showed a long island 
named “Rattlesnake Island” running along 
the river. Evidently it was named for the 
Massagauga rattlers once found in the 
township. This island disappeared when 
industries filled in the narrow water space 
and made the island part of the mainland. 


Information on the first pioneers 
is scanty. The records of the Holland 
Land Company show that an Alexander 
Logan and John King settled in the north- 
eastern part in 1805. They must have had 
a difficult time traveling, as there were 
only trails except for Military Road which 
was built in 1801. Two brothers, Adam 
and Peter Zimmerman, were also early 
settlers. They bought land in the vicinity 
of Delaware Road and Sheridan Drive in 
1813. Both prospered and many Zimmer- 
man descendants still live in the township. 


The completion of the Erie Canal 
in 1825 attracted additional settlers to the 
area, including a large number of German- 
speaking families from Alsace (now part 
of France.) Serious, hard-working farmers, 
they developed farms along Military Road. 
Two of the families, the Ensmingers and 
the Knoches, are commemorated by streets 
which bear their names. The choice farms 
were those fronting on the Canal which 
not only made the shipment of goods easy, 
but allowed the farmers and their families 
to travel in comfort to Buffalo or Tona- 
wanda. Taverns erected along the towpath 


Knoche Road Evangelical Church 


provided refreshments for weary and thir- 
sty “Canawlers” and additional income 
for the town. 


By the time of the Civil War, 
the entire town was being farmed. Old 
maps show fields of wheat, oats, corn, and 
vegetables being raised where schools, 
homes, and industries now stand. There 
were few roads. Part of Eggert was then 
called Guide Board Road, running from 
the Village of Tonawanda to the Village 
of Williamsville. The other roads were 
probably scraped dirt affairs that mean- 
dered from farm to farm and were known 
by the name of the adjacent farmer. 
Brighton Road, for example, was then 
named Shell Road for the farm that ran 
from Delaware Road to beyond Colvin. 


Improved transportation came 
early to the town. In 1836, only eleven 
years after the completion of the canal, 
the Buffalo and Niagara Falls Railroad 
which would compete with and even- 
tually destroy the canal, built tracks 
parallel to Military Road. (Later this 
became part of the New York Central 
Railroad.) The nearest station was in 
the City of Tonawanda. The old depot 
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is now used as the Museum of the His- “puffed commuters willing to brave the 


torical Society of the Tonawandas. The 
Erie Railroad also obtained a_ route 
through the central portion of the town, 
and when electricity became cheap, high- 
speed trolleys traveling up to 60 miles 
per hour sped along the Erie right-of- 
way from Buffalo to Niagara Falls. Local 
stops were made for farmers, their pro- 
duce, and a few early suburbanites. 

During the Civil War, town youth 
volunteered for the Union Army. The 
recruitment center was located in the 
tavern of Mr. Birdwhistle near present 
Kenmore West High School. 

The desire of people to live away 
from the crowded cities and to enjoy 
the open air of the country led to the 
development of suburbs. The first true 
suburb of Buffalo began in 1889 when 
Louis Eberhardt, a real estate dealer, 
bought land near Delaware and Kenmore 
Avenues. He envisaged a village of large 
stone or brick homes, each with its 
carriage house and spacious lawn. As 
an example, he built two large stone 
mansions which are still in use by civic 
organizations. | Unfortunately for Mr. 
Eberhardt, the people who moved to 
his new and still unnamed community 
were not rich enough to fulfill his ideal, 
and smaller wooden houses on small lots 
became the rule. While searching for a 
name to advertise his community, Mr. 
Eberhardt heard that the New York Cen- 
tral Railroad was building a station in 
northeast Buffalo to be called Kenmore 
after a small Scottish town. He imme- 
diately ‘“‘stole” this name for his village, 
and the New York Central settled for 
the name of Kensington. People were 
attracted to Kenmore, and in 1899 there 
were enough to incorporate the village. 
Streets were paved, gas lighting was instal- 
led, and stores were built. Transportation 
changed from Mr. Eberhardt’s wagon that 


mud and dirt of Delaware Avenue to the 
Belt Line Railroad near Amherst Street. 
Trolley lines were later constructed in 
the middle of Delaware Avenue, and other 
lines led to downtown Buffalo via Grant 
Street and Virgil and Parkside Avenues. 
Eventually they were replaced by buses. 

Kenmore has so consistently voted 
Republican in recent years, it is hard to 
recall that there formerly was great polit- 
ical competition. Avoiding national pol- 
itics, two parties started in 1906 on the 
basis of straightening Kenmore’s policies. 
One party, the Greater Kenmore Party, 
struggled to expand the village boundaries. 
The Good Government Party (nicknamed 
“Goo-Goos”) was after political reforms. 
Strong opinions were expressed, and on 
voting day the results were not easily 
forecast. These parties died away during 
World War I. 

For a time it looked as though 
the Kenilworth section (in the vicinity 
of Lincoln Park) would rival Kenmore. 
At the turn of the century, a large race 
track and hotel were built. In the days 
of limited transportation, these facilities 
contributed to pleasant weekend outings 
for sports-minded citizens. In addition, 
the 74th National Guard Regiment owned 
a shooting range. With the running of the 
horses, the clash of a regimental band, 
and the thunder of riflery, Kenilworth 
could not have been the quietest place 
in the township! However, as land values 
rose, the race track became a street, and 
the shooting was heard no more. Peaceful 
homes took over, and the hotel is now 
an apartment house. 


The northwestern section of the 
town rapidly gained population because 
it touched both the Niagara River and the 
Erie Canal. Various industries settled 
there, particularly lumber mills. By 1895, 
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This building was erected in the 1890's as a hotel to accompany the Belmont Racetrack in Kenilworth. 
It was abandoned for many years. It is now an apartment. Recently improved, the original tall columns 
have been replaced and may be seen lying on the ground. 


the population and industry of the Village 
of Tonawanda led to its separation from 
the town that gave it birth. Thereafter, 
as the City of Tonawanda, its history 
became completely separate. 

At the turn of the century, other 
industries began moving into the town 
attracted by the extensive water frontage. 
The farmland along the river was rapidly 
sold to steel, oil, and chemical companies. 
The Riverside section of Buffalo ex- 
panded along the river, and a compact 
community grew up for workers in these 
new industries. Many of the workers were 
from what is now Yugoslavia (Serbs and 
Croatians). Their old world customs and 
talk brought a cosmopolitan air to Tona- 
wanda. 


The route of the Erie Canal was 
abandoned when the Barge Canal was 
completed in 1918. Rows of simple and, 
occasionally, more elaborate structures 
rose along the towpath next to the river 
and, in many cases, extended on pilings 
over the Niagara’s waters. Fishermen, 
boaters, and vacationers enjoyed these 
retreats until the building of the Thruway 
and water treatment plant caused the 
destruction of the homes. The basin of 
the old Erie Canal has been filled and silted 
in over the years, and today its only 
evidence is the flat, weedy area next to 
the river. 

Natural gas can be found under 
most of the town. Although it is expen- 
sive because of the deep drilling required, 


in the first three decades of this century, 
several wells were dug and a few are still 
in operation. In many cases, however, the 
underground mineral rights are reserved 
for the original owner. 

Tonawanda was a leading center 
of airplane development when aviation 
was young and airfields were small. Glenn 
Curtiss’ factory occupied a field on the 
southwestern border (now Western Elect- 
ric) until the mid 1940’s. The Curtiss air- 
field in the corner of the town bounded by 
Sheridan Drive and Niagara Falls Boulevard 
served as the main flying field for the 
Buffalo area until the Buffalo airport 
opened in 1926. Curtiss Parkway was 
formerly part of the airport. Consolidated 
Aircraft (now Convair of San Diego, Calif- 
ornia) also owned and operated fields near 
Military Road and Knoche. Before World 
War II, flying exhibitions were frequently 
held at their fields. Parachuting was an 
added attraction until one evening a man 
fell to his death when his chute did not 
open. The town also has happier memories 
of parachutes. Leslie L. Irvin, inventor 
and developer of the modern parachute, 
lived in Kenmore for many years and flew 
his own plane from the town airfields. 
As a publicity stunt, he was named the 
nation’s first aerial policeman by action of 
the town board. , 

In June 1938, Chevrolet opened 
an engine plant on 156 acres on River 
Road near the Niagara River. Commercial 
production was halted during World War II 
and their energy was devoted to making 
aircraft engines in an additional plant 
built on Kenmore Avenue. After the war 
Chevrolet returned to the production of 
automobile engines and today is one of 
the largest manufacturing centers on the 
Niagara Frontier. 

The restriction of industries to the 
west end of the town led many people to 
move northward from Buffalo without 
fear of building near objectionable smells 


Before World War I, most of 
these people settled in Kenmore which 
was once featured in Bob Ripley’s “Be- 
lieve It or Not” cartoon as the largest 
village in the world without a street — 
there are only avenues, boulevards, or 
roads. 

Although farming had died out in 
most places by 1910, there were still vast 
areas of open fields or woods until 1946 
when investors and planners divided the 
land into sections and subdivisions. The 
opening of “Crosstown” boulevard in 
1924, later named Sheridan Drive, meant 
that the main east-west throughway 
in Erie County would run across the town- 
ship and make it easier for the suburbanites 
to travel to work by the increasingly 
popular automobile, although many local 
citizens accused the government of waste 
and corruption in building so far out in 
the country. They forced the town gov- 
ernment to economize by burning only 
every third street light. In addition, the 
planned statue of General Sheridan never 
advanced beyond the pedestal stage. 
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First district school in Tonawanda. 
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Because Tonawanda evolved from 
a rural area, there are two separate school 
systems, one of which serves about 80% 
of the town. In the days of limited agri- 
cultural population, small country schools 
were set up, and at one time there were 
seven school districts in Tonawanda. Ken- 
more’s School District No. 1 gradually 
absorbed the others until today the Union 
Free School District No.1, Town of Tona- 
wanda, is the seventh largest system in the 
state. The Sweet Home School District, 
Town of Amherst, serviced the northeast 
section of the town when large unoccupied 
areas still existed. As that land was 
developed, this system continued provid- 
ing for the pupils north of Koenig Road 
and east of Parker. 

Small country schools were used 
until Kenmore became a community. 
Then a large, two-story wooden school 
was built for kindergarten through eighth 
grade at the corner of Delaware Road and 
Delaware Avenue in 1892 (the present 
site of the Municipal Building) when the 
walls threatened to bulge. The present 
day Washington School was opened in 
1911, and until wings were added in 1917, 
high school pupils had to attend secondary 
schools in Buffalo. A Kenmore High 
School was subsequently added to the al- 
ready overburdened building. The com- 
munity, town, and village realized that ex- 
pansion was necessary, and Union Free 
School District No. 1 annexed most of the 
remainder of the township. Frank C. 
Densberger was an energetic and capable 
superintendent from 1915 until his retire- 
ment in 1953. He built the system from 
the small beginning of one school and 763 
pupils by hiring the best teachers, provi- 
ing abundant educational materials, and 
building modern schools. Foreseeing 
growth, Mr. Densberger had the insight to 
build large schools in what seemed then to 
be out-of-the-way places. One example is 


Kenmore Junior High School. The front 
section of this huge building was opened in 
1924 as the combined junior-senior high 
school. Many people complained about 
the long distance their children hiked 
across open fields or empty streets, but by 
1929, an addition twice as large as the 
original was necessary. The remainder of 
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Kenmore Fire Hall on Delaware Avenue, 1919. 


the land was also wisely used to build the 
system’s athletic field, as well as elemen- 
tary schools and playgrounds. Some of the 
buildings were acquired when the various 
former school districts were absorbed. 
Harding School had been a part of the 
rich industrial area. Sheridan Annex 
(originally built in 1907) is the oldest 
building in the system. It boasts a long 
silent, but genuine, old-fashioned school 
bell formerly used to call farm boys and 
girls to class. A close search in the modern 
Brighton School reveals the old five-room 
building that originally housed School 
District No. 5. This expansion in 1938 
was the last in the school district. 

At least one old county school- 
house is still being used. When Sheridan 
Annex School replaced the old one-room 
school at Delaware and Brighton Roads in 
1907, this ‘‘ex-school’”’ was purchased and 
moved to the corner of Traverse and Dela- 
ware Roads. With an addition on the rear, 
this building is used as a home. 


The oldest church building still 
standing in Tonawanda is the red brick 
Evangelical and Reformed Church at the 
corner of Elmwood and Knoche. As 
German was the mother tongue of its 
founders, it remained the language of the 
church until World War I. The old church 
register was in German script, and many of 
the gravestones nearby carry German in- 
scriptions. One of the earliest churches 
was the log chapel built by Father John 
Neuman in 1836. Situated on the corner 
of Englewood and Highland Avenue, the 
chapel served the Roman Catholics of the 
nearby farming community. This section 
was called North Bush and grew large 
enough for a stone church to be built and 
opened for services as the Chapel of Saint 
John the Baptist in 1868. This building is 
still standing, although it was badly dam- 
aged by fire in 1963. 

The oldest cemetery in town is 
near Eggert Road and Sheridan. Although 
long since full, it contains many markers 
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with names of early settlers. Some 
veterans of the War of 1812 are buried 
there. On Delaware Road, amid modern 
suburbia, stands a small cemetery sur- 
rounded by an old iron fence. The 
story is told that one fierce winter, a 
child of the Failing family died. The 
routes to regular cemeteries were snow 
clogged and therefore farmer Failing set 
aside a portion of his fields as a cemetery. 
Where quiet, dignified Mt. Olivet Cem- 
etery now stands, once a flourishing and 
gaudy amusement park stood. In the 
early 1900’s, trolley loads of pleasure 
seekers from Tonawanda came there to 
relax. 

The urge of city dwellers to own 
their own homes in an attractive setting, 
free of industrial haze and confusion, con- 
tinued during the 1930’s. This homeown- 
ing urge reached full stride after World War 
Il when more money and easier bank 


loans became available. The population 
of Tonawanda skyrocketed from 55,270 
in 1950 to 105,032 in 1960. A separate 
municipal water supply was developed 
to prevent the continuance of waterless 
summers, and sewage disposal was mod- 
ernized. Flooding, particularly in the 
low, marshy land of the eastern section, 
was abated by installing a vast storm 
sewer system. Cornelius Creek which 
flowed from McKinley and Colvin Boule- 
vards southwesterly across Kenmore Aven- 
ue once caused muddy inconvenience 
in the spring when it overflowed. Today 
the creek is still there, but unseen, for 
in 1904 it was placed underground in 
sewers. Today the town is virtually a 
city area. Its industries are extensive 
and pay up to 45% of the town’s taxes, 
while the residential areas are separate 
with many attractive homes. 
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